SUGGESTIONS REGARDING A NEW MALAY 
DICTIONARY. 

By the Hon’ble C. J. Irving. 

Read at a Meeting held on the 9th December, 1S78. 

As lias been announced, I am desirous this evening of 
inviting discussion in regard to a question which must be, I 
think, of considerable interest to many of the members : 
whether it is desirable that this Society should undertake, 
or promote, and if so in what manner or to what degree, the 
publication of a Work in the nature of a Dictionary of the 
Malay language, to take the place of, or to be supplementary 
to, the Dictionaries which exsist at present. 

The name, Malaya , which has been adopted to denote the 
countries to which the researches of this society are, gene¬ 
rally speaking, limited, is in itself an indication of the im¬ 
portance which attaches to the Malay element in the popula¬ 
tion : and however great may be the interest attaching to 
the language and habits of the foreign settlers who have 
reached these countries, from China or from India, within 
recent times, or to the language and habits of the scanty 
remnants of the races who seem to have been the aboriginal 
possessors of the soil—I think that it will generally be felt 
that in the ethnological and philological divisions of the 
Society’s researches, it is the Malay race, the Malay language, 
Malay history, literature, and civilization, that should hold 
the central and dominant position. 

And as regards the language I think that Malay has not 
merely this relative strong claim on our attention, but that 
absolutely and intrinsically it presents a field for enquiry 
which is very well worth the trouble of exploring. The 
primitive element of the language, including the bulk of its 
vocabulary and its methods of construction, is interesting as 
the speech of a race whose remote ancestors may have lived 
in these regions " dibawah angin,” to the leeward that is of 
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Sumatra and Java, since the time that the shallow seas were 
a continent, and a river o£ Sumatra ran between Singapore 
and the Mainland; the speech of a race that has been ima¬ 
gined to be nearer perhaps than any other to the type from 
which the greatly varying races in different parts of the 
globe have diverged. Then the words of almost pure Sans¬ 
krit embodied in the language are interesting as pointing 
to the nature and remoteness of the origin of the civilization 
which was still flourishing 300 or 400 years ago, and of which 
traces are still remaining. Again the Arabic element, the 
vocabulary of Religion, is evidence of the work of those early 
Mohammedan Missionaries, who have impressed their mark 
so deeply on the national character, but of whose work there 
is otherwise scarcel} 7- more record than there is of that of 
the Sanskrit-speaking nobles who introduced the vocabulary 
of dominion into the language far back in pre-historic ages. 

The language then being recognized as being in itself 
worthy of study, and the study as taking a high place 
amongst the objects with the prosecution of which this 
society has charged itself, the importance of the question 
which I have desired to introduce becomes apparent. For a 
Dictionary is the shape, the only possible shape, in which 
the great bulk of what is known in regard to a language 
can be arranged. It is the form in which the original 
student naturally and inevitably arranges his newly acquired 
knowledge ; and it is the form in which knowledge acquired 
by original research, is made easity accessible to successive 
students. 

The original student observes and records to a great 
extent, I fancy, in obedience to what one may call the 
student’s instinct, and without any very definite idea of the 
use to which his records may ultimately be put, and in this 
way I believe that it will be found that among those who 
have given their attention to the Malay language of late 
years a very considerable mass of information indeed has 
been accumulated beyond what has appeared in any of the 
existing Malay Dictionaries. The information lies at present 
scattered in private note-books, and if nothing is done to 
collect and preserve it, the chances are that it will be lost; 
as no doubt many a valuable collection of similar notes has 
been lost in the course of the 60 or 70 years that have elapsed 
since the publication of Marsden’s Dictionary. 

That it would be desirable to collect, collate, and verify 
all such scattered notes as may be existing, and to record 
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them in some permanent shape, will not I think be disputed; 
but as to what the exact shape and scope of the work should be, 
there will naturally be differences of opinion, and it is upon 
this point in especial that I am desirous of eliciting discus¬ 
sion. Naturally one’s first idea is to take up the work on 
the largest and fullest scale, and produce a Diction ary which 
should incorporate with our new matter the whole of what 
has already appeared in the works of Marsden, Crawfurd, 
Favre and others. But before embarking on a work of such 
magnitude it is well to count the cost beforehand in money 
and labour, lest we put our hands to a task we are unable to 
carry through. My present impression is that instead of an 
entirely new Dictionary, our work should take the form of 
a supplement on appendix to Marsden’s admirable work. In 
this way the cost and labour of the undertaking would be 
very greatly reduced; and the method would have the 
advantage of keeping our new work, which we cannot hope to 
be perfect, distinct and separate, and so conveniently present¬ 
ed for criticism and future revision. Then again as we cannot 
expect the work to be perfect as far as it goes, so neither can 
we expect that it will be complete and final. It would not be 
advisable to let the work drag on indefinitely, in the hope of 
producing a work which should contain the last word on the 
subject. A moderate time, say a couple of years, should I think 
be fixed within which the whole of our available material 
should be worked up; and if this were thrown into the shape 
of a supplement to Marsden’s work, the collation and 
incorporation of the two might very properly, I think, be 
left to our successors. 

Supposing then the form resolved upon for the work to be 
such as I have proposed, it remains to consider the arrange¬ 
ments by which the necessary materials would be most 
conveniently collected and brought into shape, and here 
there are several methods that obviously suggest themselves. 
The first is to make a detailed comparison of the words 
contained in the other existing Dictionaries with those given 
in Marsden’s, and prepare lists of those which do not appear 
in the latter. This would of course be a somewhat laborious 
task, but less so than would possibly be imagined it it were 
undertaken by persons having a tolerably extensive acquain¬ 
tance with the Malay vocabulary. To any one hawing such 
an acquaintance there would be but little difficulty, I think, 
in running down the pages of Crawfurd and Favre, and 
putting a provisional mark against all the words in regard 
to which it would be proper to look and see whether they 
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were in Marsden or not. The words so marked conld then 
be looked np in Marsden, and those not found there could 
be finally marked as words to be included in the contemplated 
supplement, of course this would be a troublesome task, but 
if it were divided among half a dozen or even fewer 
collaborateurs, it would be done, I think, within a quite 
moderate time. With quasi-mechanical work of that descrip¬ 
tion it is astonishing how much can be done in a year at an 
expenditure of an hour a day. 

Another method of collecting the desired material is the 
one which I have already indicated,—by persons taking notes 
of new words which they may light upon in the course of 
their reading. I have myself notes of nearly 1,000 words 
taken from the Hikayat Abdullah alone which I was unable 
to find in Marsden ; and as I have already stated I believe 
that there are considerable collections of similar notes in 
other hands. 

A third method, and one by which very interesting results 
are likely to be obtained, would be by the collection of notes 
taken of words met with in conversation and the names of 
natural objects, such as various kinds of plants, animals, 
etc., as ascertained by enquiry from the natives. 

So far I have dealt with the matter in regard to the mere 
collection of new words ; but I need scarcely say that for 
the purposes for which a Malay Dictionary is required a 
mere “ word book ” would be of very little value. In regard to 
certain classes of words indeed, it may suffice to know simply 
the English equivalent of the Malay word. When for 
example you have said that “ kuda” means “ horse” and that 
;t put eh” means ce white,” you have said perhaps all that a 
Dictionary need tell. But as regards a vast number of words 
the knowledge of the mere equivalent English word helps 
you but little, unless you are shewn by some apt example 
how the 'word is used. How important this point is, is shewn 
by the different fate of Crawfurd’s Dictionary and that of 
his predecessor Marsden. Notwithstanding the perhaps 
greater fullness of Crawfurd’s vocabulary, it stands for the 
most part unused on the shelf, while Marsden is in continual 
requisition by the student, who every time that he looks out 
a word adds, not merely a single word to his vocabulary, but 
some apt expression, some naturally framed sentence to his 
knowledge of the language. 


SUGGESTIONS REGARDING A NEW MALAY DICTIONARY* 203 

It shoud therefore I think be in the nature of an instruc¬ 
tion to contributors to our proposed work,—in every case to 
give something more than the mere English equivalent of 
the Makiy word. Even in the case of the most definite 
objects, or the most unambiguous qualificatives, a few 
illustrative words might be conveniently and advantageously 
given. 

But even when the words with their illustrative sentences 
have been provided, the work will not be complete if we are 
to keep up to the high standard held up in Mars den’s ad¬ 
mirable work. The derivations of the words so far as they 
are not pure Malay origin should be stated; at any rate so 
far as they come from Sanskrit and Arabic sources. Then 
again as regards objects of Natural History the Scientific 
names of the objects should as far as possible be given. 

I think I have said enough to shew that the work if it is 
to be undertaken with the intention that it shall be worthy 
of connection with that to which I have proposed that it shall 
be supplementary, will be a laborious and a complex one : 
and it is one therefore which should not be undertaken 
rashly or unadvisedly, or without due consideration as to liow 
far the force and materials at our disposal will be sufficient 
for the undertaking. So far as I can judge the materials 
are likely to be ample; nor is there likely to be any lack of 
the requisite knowledge of written and vernacular Malay. 
Whether we have among us the requisite knowledge of Sans¬ 
krit, Arabic, and the other languages required for tracing 
out the derivations of the exotic words which have been in¬ 
corporated in the language, or how if not, our deficiencies 
in these respects might best be supplied, would be a point 
which would require careful consideration. As regards the 
scientific nomenclature I have little doubt but that among 
the gentlemen connected with our Museum and the Botani¬ 
cal and Zoological Gardens the necessary information would 
readily be forthcoming. 

I have thus given a sketch shewing the scope of the work 
as it has grown up in my mind, and I have only to add a few 
words as to the way in which it might be carried out. And 
here I think it might be desirable before pledging ourselves 
as it were to the scheme, to make an experiment on a cer¬ 
tain definite portion of it. For example the word commen¬ 
cing with Alif would constitute (if one may judge from 
the numbers in Marsden) about y Ath of the whole. Here 
would be distinct and manageable portion of the work. 
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The Dictionaries might be collated in regard to this portion. 
Those who have kept notes of new words might collect and 
revise them, so far as they commence with the Alif : and the 
whole of the materials thus collated might be arranged and a 
proof struck off. These proofs might be then distributed to 
such persons as might be likely to assist in the revision of the 
work in its philological and . its scientific aspects. And 
finally the various suggestions which might be forthcoming 
would be collated and the revised proofs struck off. If all 
this could be done satisfactorily and within a reasonable 
time the whole work might then be proceeded with well 
grounded confidence. To carry out the work in this man¬ 
ner it would be necessary to keep the printed matter 
standing for a considerable time ; and in this view, and for 
other considerations also, I am inclined to think that it would 
be desirable for the Society to provide itself with a small 
fount of type, such as would be required to set up some 20 
or 30 pages in the style of Marsden’s book. 

A very small supply of type for the Sanskrit portion would 
be required, if Marsden’s method of printing were adhered 
to in this respect. 



